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Implementation of the UNESCO Bioethics Core Curriculum:

International experience and Azerbaijan

Abstract: It is analyzed the importance of UNESCO's bioethics program,
various methods and aspects of its use and its role in education. The experience of
application of the program in various countries of the world is researched. The
experience of Azerbaijan in the sphere of development of bioethics as a scientific
discipline and successes of the country in this area is stated.
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Current state of science, especially in the field of biology and medicine, is
characterized by the increasing role of ethical aspects with respect to the protection
of human rights and dignity. A relatively young field of science - Bioethics has
acquired particular importance from this point of view. The importance of ethical
principles is becoming increasingly important at the international level, in
particular, thanks to the bioethical program that was launched within the
framework of the United Nations, namely its structure such as UNESCO. The
UNESCO Bioethics Program was established in 1993, and since 2002 it has
become one of UNESCQO's priority activities [21, p. 77-78]. Thanks to the joint
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efforts of states, individual organizations, including as a result of interaction within
the UN, modern international ethical standards are reflected in the adoption of
international treaties, declarations, conventions and further introduction of new
developed principles into national legislation.

Numerous problems, such as: stem cell research, genetic engineering, cloning,
etc. created a lot of questions and concerns. These challenges are not only of social
nature, but also include legal, cultural, and, no less important, ethical aspects.
Moreover, new global challenges, in particular, resulting from scientific and
technological progress have emerged, which cannot remain without attention. That
Is why, in the present conditions of a rapidly changing world, specialists need new
knowledge to navigate in extraordinary ethical and legal situations. However, it is
obvious that science can not develop independently, namely, it is very important to
train qualified personnel, specialists who will be able to investigate these issues,
and through the introduction of appropriate training courses to convey basic
bioethical principles and ideas to the general public. To this end, a relevant
program was prepared by UNESCO, namely the Bioethics Core Curriculum. With
regard to bioethical principles, it should be noted that they are reflected in the
Universal Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights, adopted on October 19,
2005, at the 33rd session of the General Assembly of UNESCO [22, p. 65].

Since the essence of the program is UNESCO’s principles, it does not
represent a specific bioethical model [22, p. 67]. The curriculum development was
the result of activities and efforts, both of UNESCO itself, and by numerous
committees, specialists and scientists. Thus, the application of the basic training
course within the framework of the Bioethics Program in recent years has become
one of the key directions in the educational activities of the Bioethics Committee
of UNESCO. It should be noted that the creation of the UNESCO Chair in
bioethics was not only an impetus for the development of bioethics as a science,

but also allowed to expand the ties of states in educational issues related to
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bioethics. In particular, the Chair is a kind of coordinating body that promotes the
establishment of a more successful dialogue between universities and UNESCO,
contributing to the expansion of interstate cooperation in this field. The
International Bioethics Committee (IBC), which consists of 36 independent experts
and the Intergovernmental Bioethics Committee (IGBC), consisting of 36
UNESCO member countries, are consultative bodies operating under the Program.
Thus, the implementation of the Program is carried out in four areas: 1) the
organization of a discussion forum; 2) rule-making; 3) advisory support and
capacity building; 4) education and raising awareness of bioethical issue [21, p.77-
78].

The first version of the Core Curriculum was prepared in 2008 and to date
dozens of universities and institutes have begun to take measures to introduce this
program into the educational process. As reported on the official website of
UNESCO: “The UNESCO Core Curriculum on bioethics is intended to familiarize
university students with the principles of bioethics laid down in the Universal
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights. Bioethics is not studied at universities
in many countries. A core curriculum may prompt them begin their study” [2, p.1].
An important component of the Program is that it is based on international,
universally accepted values, including those adopted by UNESCO. That is why the
Core Curriculum is a kind of benchmark, the foundation, “it does not impose any
particular model or concrete vision of bioethics - it sets out the ethical principles
shared by scientists, politicians and health workers in different countries of the
world, distinguished by cultural, historical and religious originality” [2, p. 1].

The application of the basic course is reduced not only to the theoretical part,
namely, to teaching, but, more importantly, also practical. The course allows
students to prepare for the acquisition of new knowledge in the humanities.
Nevertheless, the moral side, which is the basis of the program, is designed to fill

the vacuum of modern education, which in the future can be used in the field of
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applied sciences. Thus, familiarization with the basic bioethical principles,
philosophical problems, etc. creates a basis for identifying new methods of
scientific knowledge, which is especially important for future specialists in the
field of human rights and medicine [9, p.1]. The study of the basic program is
primarily aimed at mastering new skills of information perception, methods of
solving bioethical dilemmas and a consistent transition from theoretical knowledge
to practical activity.

The very creation of the Program was the result of the natural development of
bioethics and the need for educational activities in this field. In the Universal
Declaration on Bioethics and Human Rights, much attention is paid to the
educational aspect. Therefore, in the section “Promoting the implementation of the
Declaration”, articles 22 and 23 are of great interest. Article 22 emphasizes the
special importance of states not only in the implementation of bioethical principles,
but also in the field of education. Article 23 (item 1), the title of which speaks for
itself — “Education, training and information in the field of bioethics”, notes that
“In order to promote the implementation of the principles set forth in this
Declaration and to provide a deeper understanding of the ethical impacts of
scientific and technological progress, in particular for young people, states should
endeavor to promote education and professional training in bioethics, and to
promote the implementation of information and knowledge dissemination
programs on “bioethics” [27, p. 1]. So, the Declaration can be considered as a kind
of legal basis for the application of educational activities in the field of bioethics,
and in particular, in the implementation of the basic UNESCO program.

Interest to the Program is observed in many regions. Nevertheless, the basic
course at the moment in many states is considered as an integral part of medical
ethics, rather than an independent discipline. Only in some countries bioethics is
considered a separate discipline. In this respect, it is advisable to get acquainted

with the experience of some states, which is of great practical interest.
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In Austria, since 2008, training in bioethics has received a new impetus. Thus,
a series of lectures (3 semesters, 45 minutes per semester) were presented at the
Innsbruck Management Center in the framework of the International Program on
Health Management. These lectures were prepared on the basis of the UNESCO
Bioethics Core Curriculum. It should be noted that teachers from various fields
were involved: philosophy, theology, economics, political science, sociology,
biology, etc. The course was opened for students of the Medical University of
Innsbruck and the University of Innsbruck and, of course, for the students of the
Center for Management. In addition, through the comparative analysis of the
existing curriculum and integrating goals from the UNESCO Bioethics Core
Curriculum, further development of the curriculum in the field of medicine will be
carried out, etc. [7, p. 1] Based on these data, it can be concluded that the
application and favorable consequences of the implementation of the program and
educational activities in the field of bioethics in Austria have been successfully
implemented.

The interest towards the UNESCO program in Bulgaria is evidenced by a
number of facts. Implementation of the application of the core curriculum was
marked by its translation into Bulgarian in January 2011. The Bioethics Core
Curriculum was planned for introduction as a selective course at the Faculty of
public health for students of Sofia University of Medicine, for a number of
specialties, such as graduate students in the field of “Public Health and Health
Management” [4, p.1].

In the Republic of Belarus, the testing of the course was started from February
2010, and it is being conducted at the International Environmental University
named after Sakharov, located in the city of Minsk [2, p.1].

Based on data from the official website of the UNESCO Moscow Office [2, p.
1], the ‘pilot’ testing of the core curriculum has already been conducted at the

Moscow State University named after Lomonosov (MSU) in the first semester of
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2009/2010 academic year. Also, in a number of faculties of the Moscow State
University, the course was included in the work plan for full-time students. Since,
bioethics is included in the State Standard of Training of Biological Specialists of
all specializations, the Core Curriculum was used as a guide for acquaintance with
bioethical bases.

Significant interest towards the Core Curriculum is observed in Mexico.
Among the main specific goals of the Department of Bioethics at the University of
Motteray the “cooperation in the piloting, implementation and development of
UNESCO's basic bioethics program and e-learning” [26, p. 1] is emphasized.

Among other things, if we talk about the application of the program on a
regional scale, we can note a number of universities that have already expressed
their interest in the basic course. Thus, among them: in Africa - the University of
Science and Technology named after Masinde Muliro (Masinde Muliro University
of Science and Technology) in Kenya; In the Arab States - University of Hassan 11
(Université Hassan II) in Casablanca in Morocco; In the Asia-Pacific region:
Kumamoto University in Japan and the University of the Philippines in the
Philippines; In the Latin American and Caribbean region: Universidad del Litoral
in Argentina, the Sao Paolo State University in Brazil and the Republic University
of Uruguay (Universidad de la Republica) [23, p.1].

On a regional scale one of the interesting examples is the Asia-Pacific
University Ritsumeikan, which trains students from many countries, primarily
from the countries of the Asia-Pacific region, such as Japan, Indonesia, etc. A
special course on bioethics for students was developed at this university, which
was held in the form of 14 lectures and discussions. Further, on the basis of
UNESCO's Bioethics Core Curriculum program, students were provided with
material reflecting 15 universal principles of the Universal Declaration on
Bioethics and Human Rights. In the course of education, great progress was

achieved, including an increase in students' interest in various topics. The results of
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the training were quite impressive, prompting from 2011 to develop bioethics into
the reformed program of the international school. [15, p. 362] Thus, the application
of the UNESCO program has acquired a global scale and the fact that interest in it
IS observed in regions having so different historical roots, cultural and moral
views, speaks of the truly international and universal nature of bioethics, and Core
Curriculum as a means of promoting its dissemination and easier perception on the
part of students.

It should be noted that interest in the Core Curriculum is observed not only on
the part of individual states, but also within organizations. So, an interesting
example is the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). As is known,
cooperation in the field of science is one of the important directions and tasks of
the organization. However, the CIS can hardly be called a classical organization
dealing exclusively with science. Nevertheless, in the framework of the Inter-
parliamentary Assembly of the Member States of the Commonwealth of
Independent States in 2010 an analytical review was prepared in St. Petersburg on
the topic “The state of the teaching of bioethics in the system of medical education
in the CIS member states”. The publication was the result of a survey and
information received, which was prepared through the joint activities of the Forum
of Ethics Committees of the CIS Member States, the UNESCO Moscow Office,
the Division for the Ethics of Science and Technology of the Social and Human
Sciences Sector at UNESCO Headquarters in Paris [10, p. 833].

The very development of this document already speaks about the importance
and attention of the organization to the issue of educational activities in the field of
bioethics. From this point of view the Core Curriculum is at the moment an
integral and key part of the teaching of bioethics. On the official website of
UNESCO, the following information is given regarding the said review: “The
implementation of world trends, the emergence and development of bioethics is

based on the historical experience of interaction between the countries of the
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region and the high level of international cooperation within the Inter-
parliamentary Assembly of CIS and UNESCO member states, which contributed
to the development of normative and methodological recommendations and
creation of intellectual, personnel and political potential for bringing medical
education in the region in accordance with the UNESCO training program on
bioethics” [1, p.1].

According to the analytical review, bioethics is introduced into the state
education standard in the following countries of the region: the Republic of
Moldova, the Russian Federation, the Republic of Tajikistan and the Republic of
Uzbekistan. Without dwelling in detail on the very issue of teaching bioethics in
the CIS countries, let us note a number of facts concerning on Bioethics Core
Curriculum of UNESCO. Thus, on the initiative of the UNESCO Moscow Office,
IPA CIS and the Forum of Ethics Committees of the CIS Member States, a
legislative concept was developed for cooperation between the countries of the
region in bringing medical education in line with UNESCO's Core Curriculum on
Bioethics by creating the IPA CIS recommendations, summarizing the stage of this
work. In this connection, the IPA of the CIS member states prepared and adopted
on May 14, 2009 the relevant recommendations “On the cooperation of the CIS
member states to bring medical education in line with UNESCO's Bioethics Core
Curriculum” (Annex 2) [25, p. 119] , Which are also contained in the analytical
review. Thus, the fact of implementation of the basic program becomes obvious
not only in a separate state, but also in the whole region, which witnesses the
importance of this program.

As for the development of bioethics in Azerbaijan, it is necessary to note the
great progress in this field. Being a member of the UN, Azerbaijan has also joined
many conventions on the protection of human rights and actively joined the
activities of UNESCO, which deals with humanitarian problems. [11, p. 113] As
bioethics has become one of the priorities of UNESCO, Azerbaijan as one of the
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active members of the organization pays much attention to this issue. One of the
most striking examples of this is the holding, on the initiative of First Vice-
President of Azerbaijan, President of the Heydar Aliyev Foundation, UNESCO
Goodwill Ambassador Mehriban Aliyeva, of the 18th session of the International
Bioethics Committee of UNESCO on May 31-June 2 in Baku. This important
event gave a new impetus to the development of bioethics in the country [12, p.1].

Great interest in bioethics is primarily due to the rapid development of
medical science in the world and results of scientific and technological progress.
The emergence of new ethical dilemmas in this connection raises the need for
closer scrutiny of these issues. Active steps are being taken in the application of the
UNESCO bioethics program [13, p.1] in Azerbaijan. In this regard, a significant
event was the holding on December 24, 2010 in the National Academy of Sciences
of Azerbaijan of a scientific symposium on “Implementation of the UNESCO
Bioethics Program in Azerbaijan”, organized jointly with the National Commission
of UNESCO in Azerbaijan and the Main Office of the International Network of
Bioethics Chairs of UNESCO [24, p.1].

The Azerbaijan Unit of the UNESCO Chair on Bioethics (hereinafter - the
Unit) and the National Committee on Bioethics of UNESCO at the National
Academy of Sciences of the Republic of Azerbaijan conduct extensive research in
the field of introducing bioethics and medical law in the Republic, their role in
legislation, education and teaching. In this field, with the direct participation and
initiative of the Unit, numerous articles, monographs have been published,
methodical guides and recommendations have been prepared, conferences and
seminars have been organized and are being held. Various materials published in
the country in this area are devoted to the study of the moral, sociological and
security issues faced by modern society, introduction and dissemination of the
principles of bioethics in all areas of human activity, studying the experience of

foreign countries in dealing with these issues, comparative analysis of existing
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international legal framework and creation of a legal framework in our country [14,
p.1].

Moreover, there are great achievements in the application of the Bioethics
Core Curriculum. Thus, in 2011 the Curriculum was translated into the Azerbaijani
language. This step can be called a key one, since the translation of the program
has contributed to its further implementation in the educational process. Also,
according to the decision of the Cabinet of Ministers of March 30, 2011, for the
first time “Bioethics and medical law” was accepted as a scientific specialization
for doctoral and dissertational works. At the same time, national scientists were
admitted to research in this direction.

A logical continuation in this direction was the direct application of the
program in practice. Since 2011 as a pilot project and since 2014 on a regular base
the subject “Bioethics and Medical Law” has been introduced into the educational
program of the Law Faculty of the Baku State Institute as an independent
discipline. This step can be considered unique because bioethics is generally
accepted as part of a course in philosophy or medical ethics. That is why teaching
this course to lawyers is quite an innovative step.

It should be noted that one of the most significant events in the field of
training of local specialists was the holding of a UNESCO training course on
bioethics for teachers on 20-24 August 2012. Such course was held for the first
time in the CIS countries. The course was implemented jointly by UNESCO, the
Institute on Human Rights of the National Academy of Sciences of Azerbaijan and
the National Commission of Azerbaijan for UNESCO. Conducting the training in
the country shows interest in the application of the bioethics program, including its
successful development [15, p.1]. In general, at this stage, the training of local
teachers in the field of bioethics is in the process of formation. Thanks to the
efforts and direct participation of the Azerbaijan Unit of the UNESCO Chair in
Bioethics, local specialists have the opportunity to exchange and improve their
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knowledge in the field of bioethics, namely participating in annual courses on
“Research Methodology and Ethics in Medical Sciences” [8, p.1] as well as, at the
Harvard School of Public Health [16, p.1].

The educational process is rather multifaceted. Given the existence of
appropriate frameworks aimed at the development of bioethics, if we consider the
process of applying the program from the point of view of a step-by-step action in
an individual state, it can be presented in the form of the following main stages: 1)
translation of the program into the national language - this step is a necessary
measure that is called upon ensuring the introduction of the course in the
educational process; 2) the actual educational part - the conduct of classes in
accordance with the basic program. However, it is necessary to note another
important stage, which is accompanied by the practical part. Namely, the
introduction of the program and the training of students in relevant knowledge can
be called a successful outcome of the application of the program. Nevertheless,
more important, as it seems to us, is the continued use of the skills and knowledge
acquired during the training course. This concerns not only the sphere of students’
preparation, but also their further independent work, including the practical
application of knowledge in the course of work on the search for new ideas that
promote the development of various industries in harmony with bioethical legal
principles [17, p.1]. The use of the acquired knowledge in the course of further
work in other areas is also one of the main objectives of the course. Bioethical
legal principles cover almost all spheres of human activities. Therefore, it seems to
us that applying the same skills that students will receive in the course of training
in accordance with UNESCO's Core Curriculum can contribute to the development
of both bioethics science and the dissemination of ideas about ethical fundamentals
of human activities in society in accordance with the Universal Declaration on

Bioethics and Human Rights.

160



@Y surIDICAL SCIENCES AND EDUCATION. 2017 no. 51
e
-

In the issue of teaching, it is important to emphasize the special importance of
the role of teachers in the course of education. Students may encounter difficulties
in the perception of certain provisions, in this regard, the role of the teacher, who is
able to direct the student, acquires a fundamental importance. Of great interest is
also the private initiative of individual institutions in the application of bioethics to
the educational process during the training of specialists. Thus, a bioethical
program was developed at the University of Buffolot, during which “technology of
objectively structured clinical examination is applied, using standardized patients
to assess bioethics™ [6, p.1].

Among other things, it should be noted that the availability of qualified
teachers is perhaps one of the most important conditions for the application of the
UNESCO program [18, p.1]. But on the other hand, this condition can be
simultaneously considered as a consequence of the application of the program.
Namely, as a result of the introduction of the program and the training of students,
new specialists are trained. It is these very specialists who can be involved in the
educational process as teachers in the future. In turn, given that the Core
Curriculum is developed on the basis of the Universal Declaration on Bioethics
and Human Rights of UNESCO, it can be assumed that acquaintance with the
basic ethical principles can be realized not only by students of higher institutions,
but also by colleges and even by students within the school curriculum [19, p.1].
And such an approach can provide even wider application of the program.

It is important to note that in the context of the overall protection of human
rights, the training of personnel, especially in the field of jurisprudence, is
important. Lawyers - in order to protect the rights of citizens in matters of
bioethics (patients’ rights, informed consent, transplantation, euthanasia, etc.) can
rely on the basic legal aspects enshrined in the Declaration and national legislation.
Thus, the development of new legal norms and laws in accordance with these

principles is another important direction in the implementation of the program.
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The application of the Core Curriculum also has a number of other aspects in
public life, connected with the moral and ethical foundations, the responsibility in
making certain decisions. In the training of future specialists, especially in the field
of medicine, familiarization with the essential legal norms of bioethical principles
should become the basis, the foundation for a clear understanding of responsibility
to citizens and society as a whole. In addition, during the application of the
program and the educational process, additional opportunities are created for
establishing dialogue between experts in the field of bioethics, experts in the field
of law and medicine, as well as stakeholders from other areas.

An important aspect in the course of application of the program is the need to
develop special teaching methods for students. Appropriate structures in the
development of the curriculum for bioethics classes need to decide whether to
apply multidisciplinary training programs in medical, environmental and scientific
ethics, or independent training programs for each particular discipline. Despite the
universal nature of the provisions of the basic bioethics program developed by
UNESCO, it is necessary to understand that in the process of training students of
certain specialties may be interested in some or other provisions to a greater or
lesser degree [20, p.1]. Including, the methods of teaching that can be developed
individually for certain specialties and even universities.

As already noted, UNESCO's Bioethics Core Curriculum is in constant
development. Therefore, in 2011 the continuation of the basic course was issued -
section 2: teaching materials. The examples and cases presented in the second part
enable us to determine our attitude to the dilemmas of life situations and,
discussing, finding an acceptable solution on specific examples. That is why the
second section offers a wide range of cases that should be considered as
assumptions and suggestions, which should be further defined and adapted by
teachers. Also in the introductory part it is noted that first of all this section

includes the materials of UNESCO and other international organizations.
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countries [3, p.4]. Considering the above, it is possible to draw a conclusion about
two important aspects: 1) the role of teachers; and 2) the importance of adapting
the program depending on region and moral values accepted in it.

Thus, as international experience and practice in Azerbaijan shows, there is a
growing interest in bioethics, including UNESCQO's Core Curriculum. In many
countries, bioethics has already been introduced into the education system, in
others, steps are being taken in this direction. However, an important aspect is that
until now, unfortunately, in our country bioethics is studied superficially by
students of medical educational institutions. Nevertheless, statistics show that the
basic program is the source of knowledge that is universal in nature and involves
interest, primarily of lawyers, psychologists, sociologists and other scientists.
Since it is the universal nature of the bioethical principles reflected in the basic

program that makes it more flexible and opens up ample opportunities for learning.
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